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DOES PUBLIC OR PRIVATE SECTOR MATTER? 
 AN AGENDA FOR IS RESEARCH IN E-GOVERNMENT 
Abstract  
With the increasing investment and deployment of IT in the public sector, the topic of eGovernment is 
garnering interest among practitioners and researchers. In spite of the increased investment, public 
organizations are perceived to lag behind the private sector in terms of IT implementation and 
management. The salience and challenges of IT deployment in the public sector point to a greater 
need for research in eGovernment. However, this theme has largely been missing in mainstream IS 
research, with the majority of work originating from public administration scholars. This paper 
articulates various reasons for the lack of IS research in eGovernment and argues for increased 
research attention towards this topic. It summarizes the previous IS research and identifies 
differences between the private and public sectors that implicate work in this area. Directions for 
future research and opportunities for cross-learning are derived based on the sectoral comparison. 





1. INTRODUCTION  
With the ubiquity of information technology (IT), governments around the world are attempting to 
leverage its capabilities in efforts broadly known as Electronic Government or eGovernment. 
eGovernment refers to the strategic application of IT to transform the Government or the public 
sector. This involves the use of IT to provide citizens and organizations with better information and 
services, and for Governments to interact with business partners as well as transact internally 
(Gronlund 2002; Tung and Rieck 2005). This broad use of the term encompasses information systems 
(IS) in the categories of G2C (Government to Citizens), G2B (Government to Businesses), G2G 
(Government to Government), and even G2E (Government to Employees).  Deployment of IT in the 
Government sector is expected to improve internal efficiency as well as servicing the needs of citizens 
and businesses. Use of IT is even anticipated to further democratic aims of Governments such as 
increasing citizen participation in public policy formulation. With the expected benefits, it is not 
surprising that public sector investment in IT is growing rapidly along with an increase in 
practitioners’ and researchers’ interest in eGovernment phenomena. 
1.1 Why research eGovernment?  
There are several compelling reasons to research eGovernment. First and foremost is that the 
Government is the largest holder of information and a significant user of IT and related services 
(Bretschneider and Wittmer 1993). The US government’s spending in 2008 on IT goods and services 
was estimated at $80.6 billion with an expected increase to $98.5 billion by 2012 (Dinan 2008). 
Recent proposals to implement national healthcare databases are likely to further increase US 
eGovernment spending (Jones 2009). 
Despite substantial expenditure on IT, there are challenges in the use of IT in public organizations. 
Government agencies often lag behind the private sector in IT deployment (Garson 2006). With the 
movement towards new public management (NPM), public organizations have been prescribed to 
emulate and apply IT practices and tools generally designed for the private sector. However, public 
administration and management scholars have been sceptical of such an approach because public and 
private organizations are considered different in many important aspects and it is necessary to make 
meaningful adjustments to address the specific needs of public organizations (Moon 1999). Indeed, past 
studies have shown that the plain replication of concepts and practices from private sector to public 
sector organizations is problematic and has not always produced beneficial outcomes. For example, 
economic factors are less dominant in public sector decisions related to the deployment of IT 
(Bretschneider 1990) or how the success of IT investments is measured. Such differences are likely to 
have important implications for the implementation and utilization of IT in public organizations. Failure 
to address these differences can lead to misplaced or decreased IT investment in the public sector 
thereby diminishing the value to internal and external stakeholders e.g., citizens. Therefore, it is 
important for IS researchers to recognize the characteristics and goals of public organizations in contrast 
to private organizations and study public organizations in their own right.  
Furthermore, with the trend towards increased outsourcing, more Government agencies desire to hire 
private organizations to provide various IT functions while focusing upon their core activities of 
serving their citizens. By partnering with the private sector IT firms, Government agencies hope to 
draw upon market-based efficiencies that are the hallmark of the private sector. The resulting issues in 
public-private partnership (PPP) models in the expansion of e-government services provide another 
motivation for researching eGovernment. For example, Fedbid.com, a private company, has saved the 
U.S. government millions of dollars due to its specialty of web-based reverse auctions1. These 
auctions allow Government agencies and departments to obtain supplies at lower costs by reducing 
the need to find vendors and negotiate complex contracts. Additionally there are other socio-economic 
gains from public-private linkages such as data and information sharing between private hospitals and 




Government eHealth systems to track the spread of communicable diseases or the recall of faulty 
drugs. However, success rates of IT implementation in the private sector lag those of the private 
sector.  With the lower success rates for IT implementation in the public sector (Garson 2006), 
considerable challenges remain to bring Government IT projects on par with those in the private 
sector (see Table 1). Private sector can offer tested IT deployment methodologies and fiscal discipline 
to improve the success rates in eGovernment.  
 
Year Public Sector All Sectors 
1994 18% 26% 
2000 24% 40% 
2006* 30% 54% 
Table 1. IS Project Success Rates 
* straight-line projection from 1994 and 2000 data
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1.2  Role of IS researchers 
The growth in eGovernment initiatives and the accompanying challenges present a significant 
opportunity for IS researchers to contribute. Yet, the complexity of the public sector and inherent 
differences in the goals have prompted less than enthusiastic interest in eGovernment among IS 
researchers. The key question is – how should IS researchers go about finding opportunities in 
eGovernment?  We propose that it is useful to begin by examining the origins of eGovernment 
research followed by gaps in previous research. IS researchers can then match the cross-sector needs 
and available expertise.  
As noted by several review papers (see Andersen and Henriksen 2005; Gronlund 2005) the bulk of the 
initial eGovernment research has been performed in the public administration domain3. The majority 
of the more recent research in this area has been confined to specialized eGovernment journals such 
as Electronic Government, Electronic Journal of e-Government, Government Information Quarterly, 
and the International Journal of Electronic Government Research. 
There is scarce eGovernment research in mainstream IS4 though there has been some initial work in 
the 1970’s and 1980’s (Kraemer et al 1974; Kraemer 1980) and sporadic efforts in between (e.g., 
Kraemer and King 1986). One of the reasons behind the lack of interest could be the perception and 
findings from several studies (see Garson 2006; Rocheleau 2006) that the public sector lags behind 
the private sector in terms of successful IT deployment. The diversity of success criteria in 
eGovernment, often non-financial, can further perpetuate such perceptions. Since researchers have a 
bias to study IS that are more effective, efficient and successful, this could lead to the opinion that 
public sector IS is not an area of fruitful study. In other words, the perception may be that there is 
little best practice to learn from studying Government IS implementations. However there are several 
arguments against this line of thinking. First, even within the public sector the effectiveness of IS 
implementations vary, allowing for learning to take place from the more successful efforts to the less. 
Second, there are possible opportunities for cross-learning of IT practices between the public and 
private sectors. While it has been always suggested that the public sector should learn from private 
organizations, we propose that there are also contexts where learning may be worthwhile in the both 
directions – we will elaborate on this possibility later in the paper. Third, with the increase in public-
                                              
2 Standish group 
3 T his work has appeared in journals such as the International Journal of Public Administration, International Review of 
Administrative Sciences, Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, Public Administration Review, and the 
Public Performance & Management Review. 
4 A few exceptions appear in journals such as Annual review of information science and technology, Decision Support 
Systems, Electronic Commerce Research and Applications, Information and Management, International Journal of 
Information Management, Journal of Information Technology, and the Journal of Strategic Information Systems. 
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private partnership (PPP) systems there is a need to understand how the two sectors can work together 
in meeting joint IT requirements. 
Further, IS researchers can play an unique and key role in investigating eGovernment phenomena 
having accumulated knowledge of the intricacies of IS development, deployment, and management. 
Particularly, IS research has built up a considerable body of knowledge on management of IS in 
different contexts across diverse industries, organizational characteristics, and units of analysis 
ranging from individual to societal levels. Overall, with the practical challenges and limited 
understanding of eGovernment phenomena from the IS perspective, there are abundant and fruitful 
opportunities for IS researchers to engage in and explore this area. 
Based on the above discussion, this paper has two major objectives: (1) To provide a summary of IS 
research in eGovernment, and (2) To provide guidance to IS researchers for pursuing opportunities in e-
government research. Our guidance for research emerges from exploring the differences and similarities 
between public and private sectors. With a long history of research in several industries of the private 
sector, IS researchers can study and inform the learning that can take place from one sector to the other. 
In Section 2 we very briefly summarize the previous IS research in eGovernment and in Section 3 we 
elaborate upon the differences between public and private sectors with the implications for IS research 
in Section 4. 
 
2 PREVIOUS IS RESEARCH IN EGOVERNMENT 
Early IS research in this area (e.g., Kraemer et al 1974) occurred in the 1970s, when government 
agencies in the U.S. began to deploy IT. During the 1970's and 1980's, researchers at the Centre for 
Research on IT and Organizations (CRITO) at the University of California Irvine worked on a series 
of NSF funded projects titled "Evaluation of Urban Information Systems in Local Government" 
(URBIS). The purpose was to assess the level of computing in U.S. cities and counties and to evaluate 
the patterns of diffusion, the impacts on delivery of local government services, management decision-
making, and workers’ quality of life. The project started with a review of existing research, and 
defined areas that needed research. In 1975 and 1985, a census of larger cities and counties was 
conducted to assess IS capabilities, uses and impacts. Subsequently, a subset of cities were selected 
for more intensive study of computing impacts on key business processes, including traffic ticket 
processing, detective investigation, patrol allocation, budget reporting, and management-oriented 
computing. Finally, the data on U.S. cities was compared with similar data from major European 
cities. Some of the sample studies in this series include Dutton and Kraemer (1978), Kramer and 
Kling (1985), and Kraemer and Perry (1979). 
 
As noted by Kraemer and King (2005), systematic, empirical research on the impacts of IT in 
government was subsequently lacking. They also observe that the research in this area was conducted 
by public administration scholars who shifted the emphasis away from understanding the 
consequences of public IT to IT management issues. Examples include a few articles by public 
administration scholars in IS journals (e.g., Bretschneider and Wittmer 1993; Caudle et al 1991).Thus 
it was difficult to identify literature dealing with the use and impacts of IT in public organizations. 
There also appeared to be fewer researchers focused on the study of public sector computing, with a 
few dominant centres in the U.S. at Irvine, Harvard, SUNY Albany, Syracuse and Maryland 
(Baltimore). In general, there was a shift away from rigorous study of the impacts of IT towards the 
promotion of new IT uses. The new technology being promoted range from multimedia to the 
Internet, to the latest websites for eGovernment and eDemocracy. However, the trend has been 
changing in the last several years with a gradual realization that empirical research and understanding 
on the use, impact, or management of these newer IT is needed (e.g., Steyaert (2003), Carter and 
Belanger (2005), Tung and Reick (2005), Phang et al (2006), and Phang et al (2008), and the HICSS 




3 PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SECTOR COMPARISON 
The systemic differences between public and private sectors may suggest to some that IS researchers 
should not tackle eGovernment phenomena, despite their significant experience in studying private 
organizations. We argue that on the contrary IS researchers’ knowledge and vast experience of IT in 
the various industries of the private sector better prepares them to study and disseminate the cross-
learning that can take place from one sector to the other. However, it is essential to recognize the 
differences between the two sectors to understand the locus of such cross-learning opportunities.   
The most common definition of public and private distinguishes organizations based on ownership, 
funding, and control (Perry and Rainey 1988). Whereas private firms are owned by entrepreneurs or 
shareholders, public agencies are owned collectively by the public and administered by members of 
political communities. This distinction is associated with two further public/private contrasts. First, 
unlike their private counterparts, public agencies are funded largely by taxation rather than fees paid 
directly by customers. Second, public sector organizations are controlled predominantly by political 
forces, not market forces. Rainey et al (1976) while noting that there are intermediate types of 
organizations that overlap between the two sectors on various dimensions, observe that the distinction 
can be blurred but still meaningful. They further suggest that it is possible to identify a large core of 
public and private organizations that is distinct on a number of basic characteristics. 
Theoretically, the inattention to the differences between private and public organizations can lead to 
overgeneralization (Perry and Rainey 1988). Rainey et al (1976) enumerate environmental differences 
between the sectors such as higher market exposure of private firms and greater legal constraints and 
political influences on public agencies. With regard to organization-environment transactions, the two 
sectors are thought to differ in terms of greater scrutiny and unique public expectations for public 
agencies. In terms of internal structures and processes, public sector experiences greater complexity of 
objectives and fewer incentives for performance. Several studies have also suggested differences such 
as lower job satisfaction, motivation, and commitment in public sector employees (Rainey 1983). 
However empirical support for the proposed differences is often lacking (Boyne 2002).  
Building upon previous research on public MIS (e.g., Rocheleau 2006), we identify the following 
dimensions on which the public and private sector may differ that can implicate IS research and 
practice. First, the scope of public IS is considerably vast as compared to corporate IS. Even for large 
corporations, their customer base is unlikely to reach the scale and diversity of Government agencies’ 
client base (typically the entire citizenry). Government IS cover the entire ambit of citizen activities 
from birth till death and any other activities in between such as education, transport, security, 
employment, marriage, procreation, and retirement. For businesses likewise, the Government IS 
functions would cover activities such as registration, permits, regulation, taxation, till the sale, merger, 
and closure of the enterprise.  
A related distinction between the public and private sectors is in terms of the client relationship with 
citizens and businesses. Relationships with Government agencies are usually more open-ended, and 
non-specific than with private firms. Also public agencies usually offer monopolistic services (e.g., 
defense, immigration, law and order) and hence do not need to woo and build customer loyalty in the 
way that private firms do. 
Apart from the reach and scope of IS, another dimension on which public and private organizations 
are likely to differ is the user expectations of citizens or businesses from the servicing organization. 
Due to the demands for accountability and openness, public organizations are expected to be more 
cautious and bogged down by red tape as compared to private firms (Rocheleau 2006). On the other 
hand, customer expectation from private corporations is to have efficient processes.  
In terms of goals and metrics, public organizations are by definition expected to operate as not-for-
profit and attempt to reach the wide spectrum of citizens and businesses including underprivileged 
citizen groups and businesses (e.g., local and small enterprises). Public organizations often explicitly 
state their goals to include overcoming the ‘digital divide’ within the population and serving the poor. 
In contrast, the goals of private corporations are to maximize profits and to create wealth for their 
stockholders.  This leads to a reduced likelihood to serve customers (individuals or businesses) that 
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are unable to pay for products or services. Accordingly, the metrics on which public organizations are 
evaluated are likely to include social welfare benefits such as the percentage of population served or 
level of convenience. In contrast, private firms are likely to be evaluated on financial metrics such as 
ROI and competitive standing measures such as market share.  
With regard to organizational structure, public organizations have typically been found to be 
centralized with multilayer, hierarchical structure because this promotes standardization, stability, and 
predictability. In Government, political considerations are usually paramount and delegation of 
authority is considered risky and unrewarding (Proenza 2003). Public organizations are often marked 
by higher level of formalization (Kim and Lee 2004) with greater procedural delays and red tape 
(Bretschneider 1990). There can also be excessive use of formal communication channels, resulting in 
higher dichotomy between superiors and subordinates in public organizations. The differences 
between the two sectors are summarized in Table 2. 
 
Dimension Government Corporate 
Ownership Citizens, Communities Shareholders 
Scope Vast Targeted 




Need not build loyalty since 
monopolistic 
Consumption of products and 
services  
Trying to build loyalty 
User Expectations Transparent, Accountable Efficient 
Goals Reach, Inclusion, Equitable 
service to all citizens 
Profit, Returns to shareholders 
Evaluation Metrics Social welfare Return-on-Investment (ROI), 
Market share 
Organization structure  Centralized 
Formalized 
Firm-strategy specific 
Table 2. Differences between Government and Corporate Sectors implicating IS Design 
 
With the adoption of NPM principles, there is a push for public organizations to adopt managerial 
processes and free-market behaviours from the private sector. Public managers have been prescribed 
to emulate the successful techniques of their private sector counterparts such as management by 
objectives, total quality management, devolved management, and performance-related pay (Hood 
1991). However, our review above shows that differences between the sectors need to be considered 
in order to successfully transfer practices. In sum, the recommendation that public sector managers 
can learn useful lessons from private sector managers is worthy of serious yet cautious consideration. 
We also argue in the subsequent section that there are opportunities and contexts where private 
companies can learn from IT practices in the public sector. By studying and understanding the 
distinctions and cross-learning between the two sectors, IS researchers will be able to better address 
the needs of each sector. 
 
4 IMPLICATIONS FOR IS RESEARCH 
The key question for IS researchers is - What opportunities does the public sector present for IS 
research? Understanding the differences between the public and private sectors enables us to find fit-
gap opportunities while delineating the implications for IS research. The implications for IS research 
are now discussed in greater detail under the dimensions cited in Table 2. 
4.1 Scope and Client Relationship 
A key distinction between public and private sector IS is that eGovernment systems and services must 
typically cater to a larger and more diverse user base (Rocheleau 2006). With their mandate to serve 
all sections of society, public agencies cannot deny services to underprivileged groups and in fact 
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must often pay special attention to them. This implies that eGovernment systems must be designed 
with a variety of users, including non-IT savvy citizens, in mind. Additionally, IT help schemes may 
be required to facilitate service adoption. For businesses as well, special training programs and 
assistance may need to be provided by Governments to facilitate adoption of public e-services. In 
contrast, private firms often aim to focus on more privileged customer segments that are self-selected, 
better equipped, and more motivated to learn new technologies. While usability of e-services is 
important for these customers as well, the level of IT support required is considerably less than for 
underprivileged users of public services who come from a cross section of the socio-economic strata 
of the citizenry.  
Private organizations typically do not have to provide IT infrastructure such as community kiosks for 
their customers as public agencies do. However, if a private enterprise desires to reach a more diverse 
customer base through its IT system (e.g., ATM’s in schools and universities or mobile phone use for 
micro funds transfer as calling minutes) then this presents a rich opportunity for IS research to study 
how it may adapt public sector practices to provide services to a broader segment of the population 
and in wider settings. In doing so, IS research such as design of Human-Computer Interfaces (HCI), 
trust in online transactions, and issues of data security and privacy can be advanced. Alternatively as 
eGovernment services aim to offer greater personalization options, IS researchers may investigate 
how eCommerce practices that integrate an individual customer’s need for services can be adapted for 
this purpose.    
Based on the vast scope of eGovernment services, Bozeman and Bretschneider (1986) also suggested 
that public IS planning and change should be incremental rather than radical. This is necessary for the 
large user base with differing IT skills to be able to adapt to the new system. Further, errors from 
public IS can have broader impacts and consequences indicating that public IT managers should be 
more risk averse and cautious in implementing new IT. Here too, IS researchers can find opportunities 
to discover how new IT can be applied in public sector agencies while avoiding the risks of radical 
change. 
4.2 Expectations of Users 
Based on user expectations, public IS need to conform to user needs of accountability, openness, and 
representativeness. This requirement also influences public managers’ attitude towards adoption of 
new IT. Risk aversion makes public managers less likely to invest in new technologies that have not 
yet been tried out. Stowers’ (2001) review of e-commerce applications emphasizes that private firms 
can justify investments in sophisticated IT staffing and the latest software if there is an expectation of 
expanding their market share and profit. In contrast, Government decision makers are typically less 
supportive of large IT investments (Stowers 2001). Here there is opportunity for IS research to 
investigate how portfolio management techniques from the private sector could be adapted to manage 
a mix of more risky and less risky IT projects in public organizations. Also there are exceptions in 
each sector that could be explored e.g., R&D organizations in the public sector are less risk averse and 
more innovative.  
Another implication of greater user requirements of accountability from Government agencies is the 
e-reporting of Government information for transparency (e.g., providing data on the Internet for 
everyone to see). In fact, the detailed strategic technology plans of many major Governmental bodies 
are posted on their websites while this is not so for most private sector companies. Likewise, e-
rulemaking activities such as e-dockets also force Governments to be more transparent than private 
sector organizations. Consequently those engaged in designing public IS need to consider 
accountability and openness expectations as major guiding principles for their systems. In contrast, 
private organizations gather a variety of performance data but generally do not reveal them to the 
public. They could be expected to use the data primarily for internal purposes that enhance their 
competitive position in their market sector. However, with greater scrutiny of private enterprises in 
the current economic environment, opportunities exist for IS researchers to study how public sector 
accountability practices can be adapted to the private sector.  
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4.3 Goals and Metrics 
Previous studies (e.g., Bretschenider 1990) have confirmed that economic factors are far less 
dominant in public sector IS decisions and objectives than in the private sector. Furthermore, even 
within the public sector, federal and local Governments have different priorities and goals for IS i.e., 
transaction information processing in local versus oversight missions in federal Government (Caudle 
et al 1991). Without competition considerations, the public sector often aims to share technology 
vertically and horizontally to ensure compatibility and standardization. For example, state 
Governments in the U.S. have created an online facility for sharing reusable software (Douglas 2001). 
Such motivation to share is unlikely in the private sector where information is considered as a source 
of competitive advantage. This difference points to opportunities for IS research in contexts where 
private firms intend to share more information like public agencies. This presents significant 
opportunities for open source communities to share and continously improve their offerings. 
However, there are other contexts in which public sector entities may experience competitive forces 
akin to the private sector. For example, several public agencies have attempted to use web pages and 
other IS devices to attract businesses to their localities (e.g., Newcombe 1996). Many of the web-
based approaches to attracting businesses are low cost and low risk for public agencies. Indeed, 
Coursey and Kilingsworth (2000) noted that Government website development could benefit by 
borrowing ideas from corporate website innovation, a premise that could be investigated by IS 
researchers. 
In terms of IT goals, IT is often seen as a cost-reduction device for the public sector i.e., a way of 
doing more with the same number of employees. Many public IT projects are aimed at providing 
access to the public in various unrelated areas (e.g., driver’s licensing information systems also track 
organ donors and voter registration) and, as such, are not neatly accounted for in departmental 
budgets. To illustrate, Mohan et al (1990) noted that if a private consumer goods corporation 
overspends their budget but this results in the doubling of profit, they are likely to be rewarded. 
However, such overspending is likely to be regulated in the public sector. These differences point to 
opportunities for IS research where private sector wants to adopt IT for greater access and public 
sector seeks to be more efficient through IT use but within budgetary constraints. IS research in 
accounting information systems may learn from the public sector constraints by simultaneous 
allocation of costs to various and disparate areas to assess the true impact of IT investments.  
4.4 Organization Structure 
Previous studies (Bozeman and Bretschneider 1986, CTG 1996) suggest that public IS face greater 
complexity due to tighter budgets and highly centralized and formalized processes such as for 
procurement. Metzgar and Miranda (2001) confirm that budgeting modules are the most incompatible 
in public ERP systems and most Governments do not use them or even purchase them. However, with 
the movement towards emulating the efficiencies of the private sector, procurement processes in 
public agencies are becoming more streamlined. This suggests that IS researchers may investigate 
how centralization and formalization effects can be alleviated to design more effective IS in the public 
sector.  
Centralization and formalization can influence the adoption and implementation of new IT in the 
public sector. Greater centralization implies that decisions and views towards adopting new IT 
deployment and management can be contributed by few in the organization. Also formalization 
implies that processes for various activities are strictly adhered to and difficult to change. Here too IS 
researchers may explore how centralization and formalization differentially affect IT implementations 
in both sectors. As technologies evolve, public organizations must improvise to meet technological 
and implementation challenges with the existing stock of employees. With the rigid job descriptions 
of employees and high job security in Government, IS research has opportunities to study how more 




5 SECTORAL CROSS-LEARNING 
This paper has attempted to argue for the need for IS research in eGovernment and public IS. It 
samples the existing literature on eGovernment and compares the public and private sectors with a 
view to provide directions for IS research in this area. Particularly, IS researchers with accumulated 
knowledge about IT deployment, management, and evaluation in the private sector can apply this 
knowledge to study how cross-learning can be facilitated between the two sectors on IS phenomena. 
The paper has highlighted several issues that are pertinent to the sectoral cross-learning i.e., narrowing 
of differences between sectors, contexts where public sector IS leads, and differences that exist 
despite the narrowing of the gap between the sectors. 
 
First, it is important to note that comparisons between public and private organizations cannot be 
viewed as static. Public organizations over the last decade have, in many cases, been seeking to follow 
private sector practices. Indeed, there are other changes that may have also moved the two sectors 
closer together. For example, outsourcing of many public sector functions including IT to the private 
sector could narrow the gap. There is also evidence that IT is being used as a competitive tool in 
public entities (similar to private firms) such as municipalities that employ geographic information 
systems (GIS) based online maps to advertise themselves on the Internet (Perlman 2004). In this sense 
too, public agencies operations are moving closer to private organizations. 
 
Second, most of the previous work comparing public sector and private sector IS tends to implicitly or 
explicitly assume that public sector IS are inferior compared with the private sector. While this may 
be generally true with respect to technological sophistication, it becomes apparent that the public 
sector offers learning opportunities to private organizations. For example, the public sector model of 
sharing information about key systems has important advantages. Public sector organizations involved 
in implementing new technologies such as GIS can benefit from each other’s experiences while 
private sector organizations are unlikely to share information with the view of gaining competitive 
advantage. Consequently, the public sector is likely to be better able to take advantage of other 
agencies’ experiences in IT implementation. Sharing could encourage more cost effective solutions to 
the adoption of new technologies in the public sector.   
 
As noted previously, there has been a dearth of IS research comparing public and private 
organizations. There seems to be an assumption that management models developed for the private 
sector can be directly applied to public sector organizations without significant alteration. For 
example, many public agencies have emulated private organizations in terms of hiring a CIO. 
However, this study points out the need to test such assumptions more systematically and rigorously.   
 
This is because while some distinctions may be narrowing, differences in the two sectors in terms of 
competitiveness and profit goals have broad-reaching implications that may affect every area of the 
organization. For example, Government agencies often have trouble recruiting IT personnel due to 
lower salary and lack of stock options that makes them less competitive when compared with the 
private sector (Varon 2000). Also, private sector organizations are likely to invest more resources in 
IT than comparably sized Government organizations providing growth and learning opportunities for 
IS professionals. If public agencies cannot obtain technical staff with requisite skills, they may have to 
outsource more of their IT function than the private sector does.   
 
In this regard, there is debate as to whether IT is a core competency in the public sector. Bretschneider 
and Wittmer (1993) explain greater use of microcomputer technology in the public sector by noting 
that this sector is more information intensive. Similarly, others argue that basic functions of 
Government are based on information processing and thus IT is a core function for them (Singer 
1995). Research on IT outsourcing by local Government in the U.K. found that some agencies had 
been successful in outsourcing their entire IT activity (Cronk and Sharp 1998). However, concerns are 




The narrowing of gaps between the two sectors, yet with fundamental differences, argues for more 
indepth IS research to investigate how best practices can be applied from one sector to another. This 
paper calls for two-way learning and more extensive investigation of differences and similarities in IT 
deployment and management between the sectors. IS researchers should take up this responsibility by 
turning their attention to public sector IS and bringing their knowledge and capabilities to bear on this 
area. We believe that IS professionals will find such engagement in the public sector as both a 
challenging and a rewarding experience.  Furthermore, it will engender greater interoperatbility 
between private sector and public sector information systems, enrich theory bases in both areas, and 
narrow the digital divide among the citizenry.  Future IS research can begin to identify information 
technologies and development methodologies that have the potential to address the most pressing 
public sector issues.  For instance, how can smart cards and database technologies combined with 
corporate experience of data standards and security assist in developing electronic health records 
(EHR).  Conversely, how can the private sector learn from privacy protection experiences of large 
public sector institutions such as the US Social Security Administration or the Inland Revenue 
Authority of Singapore (IRAS). 
 
6 CONCLUSION 
While there has been considerable IS research informing our understanding of IT implementation in 
private sector organizations, there is comparatively lesser work investigating public sector IS. This is 
inspite of the increasing investment and challenges of deployment of IT in the public sector. This 
paper identifies several reasons for the lack of IS research in eGovernment and argues for the benefits 
of increased research attention towards this topic. It summarizes the previous IS research and 
identifies differences between the private and public sectors that suggest directions for future IS 
research. It also qualifies the perception that public organizations lag behind the private sector in 
terms of IT implementation and management and derives opportunities for cross-learning based on the 
sectoral comparison. We believe that ultimately both sectors will benefit from the engagement and IS 
research will be stronger for it. 
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